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Response to Mark
ARTICLE

BY

KLOTYLDA

PHILLIPPI

Dear Mark,
I have just finished reading your
article, Closing the Gap Between
Researchers and Practitioners in the fall
issue of the MR Journal. Your short treatise on action research and teacherresearcher collaboration struck several
familiar chords for me-drawing me into
your "paradigm shift" discussion.
One chord which resonated was that
offered by your middle school teacher
friend when she reacted to the staff development opportunities offered by her
school district. She wrote that she viewed
the inservice presenters as the dispensers
of learning and she felt that her ability to
put all this new knowledge into place in
her classroom was somehow lacking. You
suggested that the inservice might have
been offered with the intent to leave her
"inspired and armed with a new bag of
tricks" (p. 28). In other words, she was to
be motivated to learn some new instructional tasks. I have had many such experiences with similar personal responses
during my twenty-plus years of teaching.
While, as you suggest, Mark, these presenters are well-intentioned, they seem to
assume that I need this "form of education" (p. 28) and that if I follow their prescriptions, I, too, can do what they do.
Furthermore, I find that many educational researchers make that same
assumption about my ,classroom-my students need prescriptions about how to
"comprehend" what they read and formulas for their writing. AB the teacher, I am
seen as the person who provides the preMI CH I GAN R EAD I NG J OURNA L

scriptions and formulas, and I am to motivate my students to learn them.
According to these researchers, students
who don't acquire use of the strategies
and formulas as they are designed are
seen as lacking and in need of remediation or perhaps they weren't motivated
properly or perhaps I didn't learn the
teaching techniques well enough myself
in order to teach them. The chord rings
sourly because I have a very different
view of my classroom and the learning
which I am trying to foster here, and this
difference certainly contributes to a gap
between those researchers and me.
A second chord resonates more harmonically because I agree with you, Mark,
about the promise of action research for
"making schools better places for lifelong, professional learning for everyone"
(Conley, 1992, p. 29). I feel, however, the
reasons to support action research may
be more far-reaching than closing gaps
between teachers and researchers. I
believe that when we teachers see ourselves as researchers what we do is
decide our own problems, provide our
own investigations into what is going on,
reflect on and analyze what we are learning, and plan alternatives for what we
might do. Garth Boomer (1987) sees
action research as a response to the problem of "elsewhereness-a bigness and
impersonality that may hold generally
useful findings but never quite the ones
that fit our classroom" (p. 4-5). Boomer
wrote that much of our training as teachers, and the emphasis on implementing
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our learning-much like that which
drives oral language acquisition.
Knowledge isn't "elsewhere" belonging to
the professional researchers and text
book writers and delivered to us-teachers and students-all packaged.
I do listen to some literacy
researchers. The ones I listen to are the
ones who've spent lots of time with children and who are willing to share with
me what they have learned. Folks like
Donald Graves (1983), Lucy Calkins
(1986), Ken and Yetta Goodman (1987),
Don Holdaway (1979) and many, many
others haven't preached to me about the
latest instructional fad; they've been
action researchers themselves working
collaboratively with classroom teachers
and generously sharing their experiences. It's like each of them says to me:
"Here's what I've learned. This is what I
tried and these are the many ways the
students responded." I've heard criticisms of these folks because they have
refused to provide the techniques and the
formulas.
I see many parallels in my classroom.
One example is with Writing Workshop. I
learned about Writing Workshop from
"professional" researchers like Donald
Graves (1983), Lucy Calkins (1986),
Nancie Atwell (1987) and others, but I
continue to learn about Writing
Workshop from other teachers, from my
students, and from my own writing. My
own questions about how to involve my
students with more meaningful writing
led me to investigate various instructional approaches. I attended some inservice
sessions which offered writing instruction based on formulaic structures. The
basic premise of these sessions was that
if I learned the procedure and used the
materials as outlined, the students would
be "better" writers. I would assign topics

someone else's research, has alienated
teachers "from their own heads" (p. 6).
He feels that action research is deliberate
learning and since we want to promote
deliberate learning in our classrooms as
well, then all teaching "should be directed towards the support of deliberate, personally owned and conducted, solutionoriented investigation" (p. 8). This is a
very different view from that which says
knowledge resides "elsewhere" and is
handed to us prepackaged.
Young children know all about action
research. As Boomer points out, human
beings are born scientists. From birth, we
make predictions, confirm those predictions and self-correct. We see evidence of
this with the development of oral language with our children. Somehow,
though, we manage to lose our hypothesizing power. The loss could well be the
result of schooling which "alienates us
from our heads."
If we can provide learning environments for ourselves which allow us to set
and solve our own problems, how powerful it would be to create that same kind
of learning environment for our students-an environment which encourages and facilitates "deliberate, personally owned and conducted, solution-oriented investigation." Then perhaps we can
all truly make a difference by enabling
each of us to build on our existing
hypothesizing power.
It's not that we can't learn from others; we want to use whatever resources
we can in our investigations. But we have
to intend to learn. When we think of ourselves as researchers, we are motivated
to find our own answers to our own questions. Motivating doesn't become some
form of artificial inducement to gather
facts, learn the strategies or formulas; it
is a built-in, intrinsic need which drives
M ICH I GAN R EAD I NG J OURNA L
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designed to motivate the students to
write and I would assess student
progress based on how well they wrote
within the structure.
The writing process which Graves
and the others offered to me was different. While they shared what they had
learned about their students' writing, and
they made suggestions as to general
classroom organization for the writing,
they said that instruction would depend
upon what my students were attempting
to do. How different. It was assumed that
my students would have their own intentions in regard to their writing. It was
assumed that I would be smart enough to
know what I might teach based on my
own observations. My access to colleagues who were also thinking about
student writing allowed all of us to support each other in our learning. We say
to each other: "This is what I've tried.
This is something I've noticed." We can
share our difficulties and celebrate our
successes.
The students in my classroom create
the same kind of support system for each
other. In Writing Workshop they determine their own topics and make their
own decisions about revising and publishing. My task as a teacher is not to see
that they stick to the formula, but to be
alert to what they are attempting to do
and assist that. When students are writing dialogue they can help me provide a
lesson on the use of quotation marks for
the class. Some students will use the
information we share immediately in
their writing, others will not. Students
help each other with topics, with
spelling, with leads, with sentence construction. They respond to each other's
intention to learn by saying: "I can show
you how I do It. Here's something you
might try." Writing Workshop offers us so
M ICHIGAN R EADING J OURNAL

many opportunities to learn because our
writing is intentional and meaningful. We
have real audiences we must consider
and real writing problems we must overcome. We have a community of writers
here who can help us with our difficulties
and celebrate our successes.
Of course you know, Mark, that simply encouraging action research isn't
going to change much unless we can
change the context within which we
teach. There seems to be a mentality that
materials can teach; therefore, inservices
become bringing in "a big gun to talk to
us about our new literature series"
(Conley, 1992, p. 28) rather than creating
space for teachers to participate in
"deliberate learning." We have to trust
teachers to be smart enough to determine their own questions about their
teaching and to know what they want to
investigate. We also have to be allowed to
trust our students in the same way. This
trust issue may be the most difficult paradigm shift of all to make. When I share
video tapes, writing portfolios and completed texts from students involved in the
Writing Workshops in all grade levels
from my school, teacher education
undergraduates and experienced teachers tell me, "Sure, but those are gifted
kids. My students couldn't do that." When
I share with principals and central office
administrators about how my teaching
colleagues ask their own questions and
learn together, I'm told, "Sure, but those
are very talented teachers. Most of our
teachers could never do that." I maintain
that given an environment which supports "deliberate, personally owned and
conducted, solution-oriented investigation" we all are gifted learners and talented teachers. We have to place our trust in
people, not in materials.
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I'm not so sure that action research
will close the gap between separate professions-teacher and researcher. But it
may well close the gap between theory,
research and practice within each teacher
as we create learning environments in our
schools-real learning environments with
deliberate learning going on for all of usstudents and teachers. And perhaps the
"profession" can learn a thing or two by
listening to the resultant emerging voices
coming from the day-to-day happenings in
"real, messy classrooms."
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